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I. Introduction
   The washback or the backwash effect can be defined as the positive or
negative effects of assessment on both teaching and learning (McNamara,
2000). Testing is not an end result nor should it be the sole purpose of
learning, though testing has an enormous impact on a student's course of
study. Students generally pay a great deal of attention to test formats,
tasks, scoring procedures, and other factors, when they prepare for a test.
With limited preparation time, most students naturally adjust their study
habits so as to etliciently succeed in their upcoming examinations.
   McNamara claims that the existence of tests such as TOEFL, used as
gate keeping mechanisms for international education, and administered to
huge numbers of candidates all over the world, have effects beyond the
classroom, in terms of educational policy and the allocation of resources to
education (2000).
   In a broader view, testing has effects not only on students, but also on
the overall curriculum. Kwon reported that Korea revises its curriculum
(textbooks, teaching methods, teacher education and testing) every five or
six years (2003). In accordance with curriculum changes, nation-wide
entrance examinations for various universities have changed, too.
According to Kwon's theory, the curriculum, textbooks, teacher education,
teaching methods, and testing are all closely interrelated; therefore any
changes in testing would have over-all and wide-ranging effect on
language learning in general.
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   Kwon, a director of the Ministry of Education in Korea, conducted the
College Scholastic Ability Test (CSAT), which is equivalent to the
university entrance examination in Japan know to as the Center Test.
Kwon reported that CSAT had two washback effects; first and most
obvious was the influence on teaching and test writing. Second, was that
greater emphasis is placed on reading and listening than on other skills.
This is a common phenomenon in Japan as well.
   For university students in Japan majoring in science, tests have a
great influence on a student's life style and study habits. Students usually
have only one or two English classes per week, but these students are even
more susceptible to various effects of takjng tests: students are aware of
the contents and formats of tests, and they try to do their best to succeed
in these tests at the lowest possible cost, in terms of preparation time.
Tests have positive and negative washback effects on learning. Especially
in the past few years, more and more universities have adopted large scale
`outside' tests, such as TOEIC. Many students are now required to take
such standardized tests, and they must deal with these tests, in addition to
the usual in-house tests for individual universities. Existing tests, such as
Eiken, have been changing so that they can more accurately measure the
communicative competence of each individual test-taker.
   The purpose of this paper is to probe two types of examinations,
which are commonly conducted at universities in Japan: translation tests
and standardized tests. The author describes the characteristics of these
tests and focuses on washback, and discusses the educational impact on
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both the learners and the teachers.
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II. Translationtesting
   With the prevalence of communicative language teaching, the focus
in language classes these days has shifted from word-to-word translation
to grasping the `whole text' meaning or overall understanding, so as to
engage students in the meaningful communication relevant to the subject
matter. In response to this shift in Japan, less emphasis is placed on
translation tests, and in the past ten years, fewer of these types of tests
have been adopted or utilized. The English examination section of the
national Center Test no longer includes translation tasks, either from
English to Japanese or vise versa. Due to the large number of the
test-takers, multiple choice questions have been introduced, which
increases the reliability of using such tests as assessment tools.
   However, some universities continue to assign translation tasks to
applicants at the second stage of screening. Some educators maintain a
firm belief in traditional methods of assessment. Translation tasks still
dominate many entrance examinations for graduate courses at Japanese
universities. According to the test data concerning past tests, many
universities assigned only two or three passages to be translated from
English to Japanese. On some entrance exams, applicants are required to
translate scrambled and out-of-context Japanese sentences into cohesive
English.
   For students majoring in science, though it might vary from
department to department and from university to university, as many as
20% to 50% of all undergraduates proceed to graduate schools. Therefore,
the overall impact of entrance examinations of graduate schools cannot be
ignored. Here, I would like to review the strengths and weaknesses of such
translation tasks, especially when such tasks are given in so-called high
stakes tests, such as achievement tests and entrance exams.
   The strengths of translation tests lie in its feasibility. First,
test-makers do not need to spend a long time designing these tests.
Rather, they have only to find appropriate articles which meet certain
criteria and are within a fixed level of difficulty. They do not have to
4bother to check the accuracy of each test item, nor is it necessary to
consider the authenticity of multiple choice type questions. In an ESP
setting, test designers are often specialists in a particular field, rather than
being actually involved in language education, which is probably one of
the main reasons why translation tasks dominate entrance examinations
for graduate schools.
   Translating tasks reveal one's English ability as well as access the
test-taker's Japanese language proficiency. In other words, there are two
requirements in the process of translation; reading comprehension and the
ability to express the main points in Japanese, using one's own words so
that the end result sounds natural and fiuent to readers.
   Translation tests enable educators to pinpoint a student's ability, and
therefore determine that student's level. Scientific discourses tend to be
longer and more complex than non-scientific articles. When test-takers
read or hear such passages, they must understand sentence structures
clearly, in order to translate them into another language. Here is a one
sentence excerpt from a scientific passage.
Combined with treatment in high-pressure oxygen chambers and
perhaps various growth-inducing chemicals, Whelan hopes that
LED-based therapy will provide a way for astronauts to heal their
wounds, and even prevent muscle and bone loss during extended
spaceflight. (Nakazato, 2001)
   With this length of a sentence, test-takers must accurately identify the
syntax. A Japanese translation of such a sentence would indicate the
degree of understanding.
   For these various reasons, translation tests are one of the most
popular language assessment tools in Japan, which is why they have been
adopted for use on the `high-stakes' entrance examinations to universities
as well as on the relatively `low-stakes' tests, such as progress tests in
classroom situations. On the other side of this coin, we have the negative
washback of translation tests, which we must examine, too.
   Although translation tests save test-designers time, they are
time-consuming for test-takers and as well as the people that are needed to
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correct these tests. Since test-takers have to employ two modes of
languages, they need adequate time to complete the given tasks.
Computers can not be employed to score these tests, so an enormous
amount of time, in terms of human manpower, is required for this job.
   This human element could affect the reliability of a test; evaluators
need to agree on uniform scoring criteria so as to maintain the reliability
of using these tests as assessment tools. Procedures must be decided by
the raters of each particular test. Therefore, if the same test was given at
another school by the different group of raters, the scoring criteria would
not be the same.
   As the number of international students, especially from Asian
countries, increases, Japanese university graduate courses might have to
revise their entrance examinations. Translation tests present an ethical
issue that should be considered carefully: if, for example, translation tasks
are assigned to all test-takers, those who are not proficient in Japanese will
be at a severe disadvantage.
   Another criticism is that translation tests only evaluate reading skills,
and therefore do not measure listening, speaking, or other essential
language skills.
   In tasks that require the translation of Japanese sentences into
English, test-takers are often given Japanese sentences out of context,
which forces the test-takers to spend a great deal of time trying to guess
the correct situation, which in turn causes mental anguish.
IIL Standardized tests
   Recently, more and more schools, colleges, and universities are
integrating standardized tests, especially TOEIC, into their curriculum.
Some schools even offer special TOEIC preparation courses, and in some
educational institutions, a certain amount of class time is allocated for
TOEIC instruction and practice tests. I would like to examine
standardized tests, such as TOEIC and TOEFL and try to determine their
impact on the currjculum at universitjes. I will discuss the positive effects
of such tests, and then take a look at some of the negative effects on
language learning.
6   One strength of most standardized tests is that they are
norm-referenced tests which are widely used in many countries. Generally
speaking, test items are developed and scrutinized, and quality controlled
The scoring is done by computer, therefore, errors are minimal. This
means that the test results have validity and that they can be used for
many purposes throughout the world, including work applications. They
may even be used to check the development of an individual learner; a
student can take the tests once in a while and keep records of his/her
results. This helps to promote continuity of English study.
   When norm-reference tests are used at universities, they sometimes
raise the awareness of the students towards the importance of studying
English. Norm-reference tests indicate a student's position in the world of
test-takers. Scores also clearly reflect a student's standing in their
particular university. At the same time, standardized tests provide useful
data for teachers when they select textbooks, group students, and/or
organize classroom activities.
   On the other hand, some teachers raise questions about integrating
TOEIC and TOEFL into the school curriculum for several reasons. First,
although these tests are a reliable assessment tool, the contents of such
tests are not always relevant to a particular teacher's/school's educational
goals. TOEIC was originally designed to assess the communicative skills,
which are required to carry out business in English; not all students are
familiar with business practices, so this might tend to jeopardize a
student's comprehension of a given passage - written or spoken. An
example of this is the usage of the word `check' as a method of settling a
payment, in one typical dialog. TOEIC preparation textbooks contain
chapters about finance, budget, marketing, eating out, and so forth. Here
is an excerpt from one such textbook.
For more than a century and a half, Center has been known as the
finest watch in the world. The reason is very simple. It is made
differently. It is made using skills and techniques that others have
lost or forgotten. It is made with attention to detail very few people
would notice. It is made, we have to admit, with a total disregard for
time. If a particular Center movement requires four years of
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continuous work to bring to absolute perfection, we will take four
years. The result will be a watch that conveys quality from first
glance and first touch. From the day that you take delivery of your
Center, you will have acquired the best. (Ishii & Shu, 2001)
   Does reading this passage have any educational meaning to a
Japanese univer$ity student majoring science? What kind of language
skills are measured by this passage? It is doubtful that studying this
passage in class would benefit the average student in any way. In this
case, TOEIC does not seem to have content validity for university
students.
   Similar jn relevance with TOEIC, TOEFL items have been challenged
in terms of their readability. The TOEFL is a tool that provides screening
criterion for entrance to North American universities. Therefore, it is
quite natural to assume that test passages would require some cultural
background knowledge in order to be comprehended. As an example, the
first sentence of a passage is cited here:
From the first days of European settlement, Native Americans have
retreated as white civilization advanced (Buffa & Pearson, 1996)
   Without any knowledge about ethnic matters in North America, it
would be diMcult to comprehend the rest of the passage. Although
culture and language can never be entirely separated, overt instruction
about the North American culture should be given to those who wish to
obtain high scores on TOEFL.
   The actual role of a university is also a concern. In standardized test
preparation courses, teachers sometimes tend to focus more on test takjng
strategies rather than on helping their students learn the target language.
   In addition to positive and negative washback, a new method of
testing, computer adaptive testing (CAT) has been introduced.
Incidentally, TOEFL has adopted this system. A CAT test-taker will face
tasks appropriate for his/her level. If he/she gives the right answer to the
initial question, then the next question will be at the same level or slightly
more diMcult than the first question. If, however, the test taker answers
8incorrectly, the next question will be at the same level or at a slightly
lower level. In this way, test results can be scored more precisely, and
more efficiently.
   It is important to consider the impact on the learner's preparation for
taking the computer based TOEFL. Since these test-takers do not have
paper to take notes on, they must memorize complex numbers and
difficult names in order to answer questions after they read/hear a
passage.
IV. Implications
   Both translation tests and norm referenced tests have been discussed
in the setting of Japanese universities. Here, the author attempts to
suggest ways to promote positive washback in testing as well as in the
teaching of university students majoring in science. Administrators,
teachers and students need to have a common understanding and reach
agreement about the objectives of their English curriculum. For this
purpose, administrators have to conduct needs analysis, so as to construct
the objectives of their language curriculum.
   Administrators and teachers must reach a consensus on the purpose
of any test; for instance, achievement tests should be designed to measure
a student's growth in a particular area. Feedback should be provided to
enhance each student's learning of the content (Bachman and Palmer,
1996). Therefore, tests should be criterion referenced and composed from
material studied in class.
   It does not make good sense to teach standardized test preparation in
university English classrooms. It was mentioned earlier that preparation
content lacks validity to the average university student majoring in
science. In addition, the language levels of an average group of students,
varies greatly. This makes classroom instruction more than dithcult.
Instead of standardized test preparation courses, teachers could function
more as resource people facilitating students with materials, including
books, CDs, and related online information about test preparation courses.
   It would seem ideal if language teachers invited content teachers/
providers, administrators, and students to be involved in the many
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different phases of test preparation and test taking, so that testing
methods in general, as well as the curriculum itself could be improved.
For instance, students could review test items, and give feedback to their
administrators. In this way, a student's sense of responsibility would be
heightened and more positive attitudes towards testing would be
nourished. In summary, testing should be considered as a springboard to
be used to enhance language learning by teachers, administrators, and
students. If such valuable tools were to be used wisely and adapted to
currents needs, the current language curriculum would evolve and
certainly be improved.
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